
Chapter IX-D Local and Regional Parks and Open Spaces

Top 10 Reasons Parks are Important

Adapted from a report by Richard J. Dolesh, Monica
Hobbs Vinluan and Michael Phillips, National
Recreation and Park Society

The following “top 10” list of park and recreation val-
ues is in no particular order; rather, it encompasses
the range of why we collectively believe that public
parks and recreation is an essential part of our nation-
al heritage.

1. Public parks provide millions of Americans with the
opportunity to be physically active. Physical activi-
ty is an essential part of an individual’s efforts to
stay healthy, fight obesity and prevent chronic con-
ditions that lead to coronary disease, high blood
pressure and diabetes. Having close-to-home
access to places where one can recreate is one of
the most important factors linking whether people
will become active and stay that way.

2. Parks have true economic benefits. Private land
adjacent or near protected public land leads to
increased land value, a higher tax base and ulti-
mately many economic benefits to a community.
Benefits include increased local and regional rev-
enue from heritage tourism, steady jobs and
numerous small business benefits. Park and recre-
ation areas improve local economics, improve the
quality of life, and make communities livable and
desirable for businesses and homeowners.

3. Parks provide vital green space in a fast-develop-
ing American landscape, and provide vegetative
buffers to construction and development, thus
reducing the effects of sprawl. More importantly,
parks and public lands also provide groundwater
recharge areas, floodplain protection, natural
sound barriers, stormwater protection from wet-
lands, reductions in heat island effects, and car-
bon uptake from abundant trees and vegetation.
Parks help maintain a healthy environment.

4. Parks preserve critical wildlife habitat. As our
nation develops and our rural, agricultural and for-
est landscape is being lost, open space and
wildlife habitats are disappearing at an alarming
rate. The connected network of local, regional,
state and national parks across our country pro-
vide permanently protected wildlife habitat corri-
dors for thousands of indigenous and migratory
wildlife species. In addition, greenways and com-
munity parks allow natural wildlife to co-exist with
people while providing enjoyment and educational
opportunity for children and families.

5. Parks and recreation facilitate social interactions
that are critical to maintaining community cohesion
and pride. Parks provide a meeting place where
community members can develop social ties, and
where healthy behavior is modeled and admired.
People gather to share experiences, socialize and
to build community bonds in common green
spaces. These public commons are often the glue
that holds the community together and the means
to maintaining and improving future positive social
interactions.
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Concern for the environment and access to parks and open space is not frivolous or periph-

eral, rather, it is central to the welfare of people—body, mind, and spirit.  —Laurance Rockefeller

Celebrating the James River Regional River Cleanup at Robious
Landing Park in Chesterfield County.  Photo by Gail Brown.
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6. Leisure activities in parks improve moods, reduce
stress and enhance a sense of wellness. In an
increasingly complex world, more people are plac-
ing a high value on achieving the feelings of relax-
ation and peacefulness that contact with nature,
recreation and exposure to natural open spaces
bring. People go to parks to get in a better mood,
to reinvigorate and to decrease the anxieties of
daily life.

7. Recreational programs provide organized, struc-
tured, enjoyable activities for all ages. The diverse
range of recreational programs offered by public
park and recreation agencies offers all Americans
the opportunity to develop the skills necessary to
successfully and confidently engage in sports,
dance, crafts and other social activities. Public
recreation leagues and classes offer seniors,
adults and children the opportunity to interact with
coaches and teachers who often turn into mentors
and role models. Quality recreational programs facil-
itate safety, good sportsmanship and community
participation.

8. Community recreation services provide a refuge of
safety for at-risk youth. Many parents are rightfully
concerned with the dangers of unstructured
“hanging-out” or unsupervised after-school activi-
ties. Community recreation programs at public
park and recreation facilities provide children with
a safe refuge and a place to play, which are impor-
tant in reducing at-risk behavior such as drug use
and gang involvement. Recreational programs led
by trained leaders offer children healthy role mod-
els and give valuable life lessons to help steer

youth to a future of promise and opportunity for
success.

9. Therapeutic recreation is an outlet that individuals
with disabilities have to be physically active,
socially engaged and cognitively stimulated. A
goal of all public recreation agencies is to provide
access to all people. Public park and recreation
agencies are the largest providers in America of
high-quality, life-enhancing therapeutic recreation
programs and interventions. Such programs pre-
vent the on-set of secondary conditions due to
inactivity, slow the onset of regressive conditions,
and improve physical, social, emotional and cogni-
tive functioning.

10. Public parks embody the American tradition of pre-
serving public lands for the benefit and use of all.
Since the creation of the first national park and the
subsequent development and growth of state,
regional and local park systems in virtually every
part of our nation, Americans have had a special
relationship with their parks and public lands. A
love of parks is one of the defining characteristics
of our national identity. Americans love their parks,
historical sites, national monuments, recreation
areas and public open spaces because they bring
such joy and pleasure to all people. In addition,
the American public has shown time after time that
they are willing to care for their parks, protect them
and pay for them.

Introduction

Local and regional parks and recreational facilities are
the foundation of an effective outdoor recreation sys-
tem for the Commonwealth. Citizens want recreational
opportunities close to where they live. Although parks
and recreation services in not a mandated service,
providing close-to-home park and open space areas
is generally considered a basic responsibility of local
government. There is normally an opportunity for citi-
zens to be involved in the process of providing these
recreation services and park areas as volunteers or as
members of a citizen board or commission. 

The benefits of parks and recreation have been docu-
mented through various studies, including a national
study conducted by Drs. Geoffrey Godbey and Alan
Graefe. Their report, The Benefits of Local Recreation
& Parks Services: A Nationwide Study of the
Perceptions of the American Public, is available from
the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA).
The major conclusions of this report are: recreation
and park services are used by the vast majority of the
public, use continues across the life-cycle, a commu-
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Parks provide habitat for wildlife. Photo by USFS.
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nity benefits from local recreation and park services,
the majority of respondents believe that recreation and
park services are worth as much or more than they
are currently paying in taxes, and recreation and
parks services provide benefits to users and non-
users. This is in harmony with the findings of the 2006
Virginia Outdoors Survey (VOS) in which nearly 92
percent of Virginians said outdoor recreational oppor-
tunities were important to them.

Findings 

• There is a troubling trend in rural Virginia to disband
local parks and recreation departments and instead
provide public funding to private organizations to
provide recreation services. 

• In the Commonwealth of Virginia, parks and recre-
ation is not a mandated service and no operational
funding is provided to local governments to provide
those services. The South Carolina Rural Recreation
Project is a model program with the goal of aiding
localities in the establishment of full- or part-time
parks and recreation departments in rural areas of
South Carolina. 

• In the Commonwealth of Virginia Auditor of Public
Account’s Comparative Report of Local Government
Expenditures (year ended June 30, 2005), it was
reported that $728 million was spent by local gov-

ernments on parks, recreation and cultural activities
in fiscal year 2005. This compares to $691 million
spent in fiscal year 2004 and $432million spent in
fiscal year 1996.

• In the Commonwealth of Virginia Auditor of Public
Account’s Comparative Report of Local Government
Expenditures (year ended June 30, 2005), it was
reported that cities spent $76.45 per capita on parks
and recreation, while counties spent $43.75, towns
spent $85.51, and statewide spending was $55.31 per
capita on parks and recreation for fiscal year 2005. 

• NRPA held a forum in 2006 and established a
national agenda for urban parks and recreation in
America that included promoting health and well-
ness, stimulating community and economic develop-
ment, protecting the urban environment, and
educating, enriching and protecting America’s youth. 

• Americans use city or local community parks more
than any other outdoor recreational areas.

• Seventy-five percent of all people use local parks
and recreational services, and more than 40 percent
visit local parks more than 10 times per year.

• Recent studies have indicated that people want
more parks and recreation areas near large cities
with more facilities for both organized sports and for
unstructured free-play.

• According to the 2006 VOS, 92 percent of Virginians
consider outdoor recreation important or very impor-
tant. This emphasizes that there is a significant
demand for recreation resources and programs in
Virginia.

• Based on NRPA standards, a locality should provide
a minimum of 10 acres of parkland per 1,000 citi-
zens. The acreage should be divided between
neighborhood, community, district and regional
parks. 

• Local parks and recreation departments are in need
of additional funding sources.

• An interest in friends groups and park foundations is
on the rise in Virginia.

• Each year, an estimated 200,000 children ages 14
and under are treated in hospital emergency rooms
for playground related injuries. The United States
Consumer Product Safety Commission estimates
that 70 percent of injuries on public playground
equipment resulted from falls, especially falls to the
surface beneath the equipment. 
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Youth basketball. Photo by Chesterfield County Parks and Recreation. 
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Recommendations

• Because of social, health, environmental and eco-
nomic benefits, each locality in Virginia should
establish or maintain a publicly funded parks and
recreation department. The department should over-
see recreation programs, as well as the acquisition
of parks and open space and the development of
trails, athletic courts and fields, picnic areas, water
access points and other recreation facilities. 

• Virginia should support and provide incentives for
local governments to maintain a parks and recre-
ation department. 

• In regions where regional parks are not prevalent,
multi-jurisdictional management under a regional
park authority should be considered. Start-up fund-
ing and technical support to encourage this regional
approach to outdoor recreation and conservation
should be explored by local and regional govern-
ments in concert with the Department of
Conservation and Recreation (DCR).

• DCR, the Virginia Recreation and Park Society
(VRPS) and Virginia universities should partner to
enhance recreation and park services in rural
Virginia. Using the South Carolina Rural Recreation
Project as a model, Virginia should encourage and
assist rural localities in providing recreation services
to its citizens and help them establish a parks and
recreation department.

• Local government departments should do a better
job of coordinating planning efforts as it relates to
recreation, parks and open space. Preparing and
adopting an open space and recreation plan is a
key element of the local planning process. Planning
for green infrastructure and recreational programs
are important to overall quality of life in a community.
These plans should be incorporated into the locali-
ty’s comprehensive plan and be consistent with the
2007 Virginia Outdoors Plan (2007 VOP). 

• Localities should appoint a parks and recreation
commission to provide citizen leadership with regard
to parks and recreation issues and concerns.
Commissions have been effective in many localities
to enhance park areas and recreation programs.
This is most important in localities where a parks
and recreation department does not exist. 

• Commitments to the maintenance, management and
development of local parks and recreational systems
are necessary. Localities should explore alternative
methods of funding, such as set-aside ordinances,
fees and charges, and public-private partnerships.
The establishment of a “friends group,” which could

possibly evolve into a “park foundation,” should be
considered for local parks and recreation depart-
ments. This citizens group could be a source of vol-
unteers, as well as a source for community support
and other resources.

• Local parks and recreation departments should initi-
ate a structured volunteer program that recruits,
trains and retains volunteers and recognizes their
contributions to parks, programs and the overall
quality of life in communities. 

• All localities should develop and implement hiking
and bicycling plans that connect parks, schools and
neighborhoods. Encouraging biking and walking
within the community can enhance community
health and spirit.

• Parks and programs need to be accessible to spe-
cial populations, including senior adults and persons
with disabilities.

• Consideration by localities of the benefit of a school-
park cooperative agreement could enhance use of
school and park facilities. School systems and local
parks and recreation departments should cooperate
in the design of new or renovated facilities. In order
to increase local access, localities should consider
cooperative management for the recreational use of
private, corporate, state or federally owned lands.

• All public playgrounds, including school and park
playgrounds, should meet or exceed the guidelines
established by the United States Consumer Product
Safety Commission (USCPSC) and published in the
USCPSC Handbook for Public Playground Safety. All
equipment should have a cushioned surface under
and around it. 

Local parks and recreation departments

Twenty-seven of the ninety-six Virginia counties do not
have full time parks and recreation departments,
meaning they do not employ a full-time parks and
recreation director. These counties include: Alleghany,
Brunswick, Buchanan, Charlotte, Craig, Cumberland,
Dickenson, Greensville, Highland, King and Queen,
Lancaster, Lunenburg, Mathews, Mecklenburg,
Northumberland, Nottoway, Powhatan, Prince Edward,
Rappahannock, Richmond, Russell, Smyth,
Southampton, Sussex, Washington, Westmoreland and
Wise (see map IX-10). 

Sixty-nine Virginia counties have full-time parks and
recreation departments, as do 21 incorporated towns
and all cities, except Emporia. These departments
serve a vast majority of citizens across the state. The
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largest void in service is in the northern neck, south-
side and southwestern regions of the state. While new
parks and recreation departments are formed occa-
sionally across the state, it is a troubling trend that
localities are dropping their parks and recreation
departments and turning their programs over to pri-
vate organizations such as the YMCA. A substantial
reduction in public parks and recreation departments
has been realized since the 2002 VOP was published.
While private organizations may provide recreation
programming in the short term, they are not charged
with planning for the long term recreation, park and
open space needs of a community. 

Funding for parks and recreation

Spending on parks and recreation varies a great deal
from locality to locality. Many localities do provide
some funding for parks and recreation, but may not
have taken the step of establishing a full-time depart-
ment. Some towns help fund larger county depart-
ments or may assist private groups or nonprofits in
providing specific programs. The Commonwealth of
Virginia Auditor of Public Accounts provides informa-
tion on parks and recreation spending by each locality
in its Comparative Report of Local Government
Revenues and Expenditures.

Recreation budgets are often limited when compared
to other local services. Park land acquisition and
development often depends upon state and federal
funding and private donations. Local parks and recre-
ation departments are in need of alternative funding
sources. Interest in parks and recreation friends
groups and park foundations is on the rise in Virginia.
While a friends group is a less formal citizen group, a
park foundation is a legal mechanism created by ded-
icated people to benefit the parks and recreation sys-
tem. Citizens can form a foundation by creating a
nonprofit corporation and applying for nonprofit status
with the appropriate state office and the Internal
Revenue Service. Park foundations are normally
established due to the need for alternative funding,
rising costs of land acquisition, the public’s develop-
ing sense of stewardship toward land and cultural
resources, and the public’s willingness to give to char-
itable causes. Park foundations in Virginia raise money
to build athletic fields, plant trees, purchase benches
and other park amenities, provide scholarships to dis-
advantaged youth and provide funding for special
events.

Groundwork Trusts

With pilot funding from the EPA Brownfields
Program and technical assistance from the
National Park Service Rivers and Trails program,
Groundwork Trusts work to improve neighbor-
hoods through reclaiming land for uses like parks
and gardens, building community support for con-
servation and getting schools and youth involved
in the process.

Location of local and regional parks

Although specific local park sites are not identified in
the 2007 VOP, they are included in DCR’s facility
inventory. The 2007 VOP does identify several consid-
erations for localities planning the development of a
park and recreation system. These areas include
stream valleys, landfills, flood plains and abandoned
railroad right-of-way corridors. Because development
is usually restricted, stream valleys often are excellent
opportunities for trails. Utility corridors and abandoned
railroad right-of-ways also should be considered for
trail development. These linear corridors provide
opportunities for communities to work together to pro-
vide greenways. Greenways can enhance the
resource base by linking cultural, historical, recreation-
al and natural areas into a unified open space system. 

Each locality should develop strategies to meet the
parks, recreation and open space needs in their com-
munity. The NRPA has guidelines for assessing the
local resources and obtaining community input needed
to establish a vibrant system of parks and open space. 
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Soccer is a popular team sport across the state. Photo by James
City County Parks and Recreation.
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Standards for Providing 
Community Parks 

National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA)
standards suggest a locality should provide a
minimum of 10 acres of parkland per 1,000 citi-
zens. State standards advise that localities should
distribute park acreage into a system of neighbor-
hood parks, community parks and district parks.
These parks, developed to complement existing
private and public facilities, make for an effective
system of meeting local recreation demand.
Additionally, localities should work together to pro-
vide additional open space and recreational
resources in the form of regional parks. The fol-
lowing describe state standards for appropriate
park size and location.

Neighborhood parks should be provided at a ratio
of three acres of parkland per thousand citizens,
and not more than 15 minutes or one to two miles
walking distance of those it is intended to serve.
These parks may include playground equipment,
game courts and play fields. Smaller parks may
also best meet the needs of a specific population. 

Community parks are designed to serve two or
more neighborhoods and generally provide facili-
ties requiring more space than can be accommo-
dated in a neighborhood park. Facilities may
include lighted game fields and court complexes,
a swimming pool, a picnic area, and walking and
jogging trails. Community parks should be within
a 15-minute drive of the client population.

District parks are larger parks designed with a
ratio of four acres per thousand citizens or a mini-
mum of 50 acres. These should be a 15- to 20-
minute drive from the target population. These
parks should also be accessible by public trans-
portation, pedestrians and bicyclists.

Regional parks are generally managed by several
localities have a recommended service radius of
25 miles and a minimum size of 100 acres. 
(Source: National Recreation and Parks Association)

Planning for parks and open space

Planning for a locality’s green infrastructure and recre-
ational programs is important to overall quality of life in
a community. Open space and recreation plans should
be incorporated into the overall comprehensive plans

for localities. It is very important to include a walking
and bicycling trail component. Having an adopted
bicycle-pedestrian trail plan is essential if the Virginia
Department of Transportation (VDOT) is to include
these components when improving or building roads. 

Just as the 2007 VOP looks to the future of parks and
open space for the Commonwealth, each locality
should develop its own blueprint for future park
spaces and recreation programs. The process of
developing a local parks, recreation and open space
plan may enlighten citizens to the need for proper
planning, as well as to mobilize resources to enhance
the quality of life in a community. With proper plan-
ning, a clear path can be established to develop a
strong public parks and recreation system.

The best parks and recreation departments are those
where the citizens feel a sense of ownership and are
involved in the park system. Communicating the indi-
vidual, community, economic and environmental bene-
fits of a system of parks and recreation is critical to
maintaining and building community support.

Citizen involvement

Citizen involvement is a key component to the 
development of a comprehensive parks and recre-
ation program for a community. Parks and recreation
commissions may be established to serve in either an
advisory or policy-making capacity. Commissions offer
localities a unique resource to help determine the
direction that parks and recreation should take in the
future and provide the leadership necessary for
achieving this vision. Board and commission members
should be provided with orientation and ongoing train-
ing to support their board activity. Boards can provide
the parks and recreation department with strong ties
to the local business community, which can result in
private funding of recreation programs and facilities,
as well as opportunities for beneficial partnerships.

Partnerships and cooperative agreements

Due to the heavy use of athletic facilities, it is vital that
schools and parks develop cooperative agreements
for facility use. While many parks and recreation
departments already work cooperatively with school
systems to provide community-level programs, more
localities need to implement the school-park concept.
The school-park concept promotes schools and sur-
rounding land and facilities as community recreation
centers during non-school hours. Close cooperation
between school and recreation personnel is needed
throughout facility planning, development and renova-

268 Chapter VII 2007 Virginia Outdoors Plan



Local and Regional Parks and Open Spaces

tion to ensure a balance of recreational and educa-
tional features. An operating agreement between the
school board and the governing body should encour-
age full use of all available resources.

Park and recreation departments should initiate con-
tact with agencies and organizations (i.e., colleges,
universities, military bases, armories, churches) to
determine the feasibility of creating partnerships with
institutions to make recreational facilities and pro-
grams more accessible to local citizens. Further, local
governments can and should enter into agreements to
access or manage private facilities, where possible,
for the public’s use and enjoyment. 

Park safety and accessibility

Individuals of varying abilities desire access to recre-
ation programs and facilities. Attention must be given
to assure that programs and facilities are accessible
to people with disabilities. By making programs
accessible to people with disabilities, access to pro-
grams improves for everyone. 

Safety is an important consideration for managers of
park and recreation facilities. Of particular concern is
the safety of playground areas. The United States
Consumer Product Safety Commission and the

American Society for Testing Materials provide guide-
lines on the design and installation of playground
equipment. NRPS conducts the National Playground
Safety Institute, which is the playground safety inspec-
tor course and exam. Individuals that take the course
and pass the exam become Certified Playground
Safety Inspectors. 

Swimming pools also present particular safety chal-
lenges. Pool personnel must receive appropriate train-
ing in supervising participants, as well as lifesaving
and first aid techniques. Staff must also be trained in
the overall operation of the pool complex, including
handling chemicals and recognizing potential health
and safety hazards. NRPA is one of the leading organ-
izations in providing training to pool operators. The
American Red Cross is recognized as a leader in
training lifeguards and swimming instructors. 

While the safety of facilities is important, it also impor-
tant that staff and volunteers be trained to supervise
and teach children. Coaches should be provided with
training on teaching athletic skills, as well as sports-
manship, first aid and safety. Appropriate sportsman-
ship standards should be set and enforced for coach,
participant, parent and fan behavior. Staff and volun-
teers working with children should pass a criminal
background check.
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Safety is important at local swimming facilities. Photo by Richmond Parks, Recreation and Community Facilities.
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Health and wellness benefits 
of outdoor recreation

Increasing Concerns About Children
Losing Touch With Nature

Prompted by the galvanizing book The Last Child
in the Woods: Saving Our Children From Nature-
Deficit Disorder, by Richard Louv, NRPA mem-
bers are asking how public parks and recreation
can meaningfully participate in the response to
concerns about children becoming increasingly
disconnected from nature. The Conservation Fund
(TCF), a national land conservation organization,
is working to convene a “National Forum on
Children and Nature.”

NRPA hopes to bring hundreds of local and
regional park and recreation agencies into this
national advocacy effort. It has begun pilot pro-
grams such as “Let’s Go Fishing,” in cooperation
with the Recreational Boating and Fishing
Foundation, and the soon-to-be launched “Teens
Outside” adventure recreation program, in part-
nership with the Outdoor Industries Foundation.

Parks provide places for people to play and pro-
grammed recreational activities that encourage physi-
cal activity. The lack of parks and recreation close to
home, hectic schedules, high-fat foods, automobile-
oriented development and expanding forms of elec-
tronic leisure contribute to obesity, which results in
significant health-care costs. The increase in the diag-
nosis and treatment of some forms of mental illness is
a parallel trend that may be related to the lack of time
spent in outdoor play. 

Perhaps more time spent indoors results in lowered
tolerance for the risks associated with unstructured
play outdoors and in nature. In trying to protect chil-
dren from predators, disease and exposure, parents
often discourage unstructured play outdoors. Parents
often do not compare these risks with the risks of
chronic disease and lost opportunities for creative
play that may result from too much time indoors. 

People in our society today spend the majority of
their time indoors, be it in an automobile, an office,
a workplace or home. Even if they use the parks
as we wish they would, the amount of time out-of-
doors is minuscule compared to the amount of
time spent indoors. The benefits of outdoor activity
and exercise far outweigh the risks. 

—Martha W. Moon, RN, PhD, MPH, VCU School of Nursing

The decision to invest in open space, outdoor recre-
ation and public play space improves the physical,
social and psychological well-being of all citizens.
Table IX-4 summarizes how parks and nature con-
tribute to human health.

Research shows that when people have access to
parks, they exercise more. In a study published
by the Centers for Disease Control, creation of
enhanced access to places for physical activity
led to a 25.6 percent increase in the percentage
of people exercising on three or more days per
week. A group of studies reviewed in the
American Journal of Preventive Medicine showed
that “creation of or enhanced access to places for
physical activity combined with informational out-
reach” produced a 48.4 percent increase in fre-
quency of physical activity. The same group of
studies showed that access to a place to exercise
results in a 5.1 percent median increase in aero-
bic capacity, along with a reduction in body fat,
weight loss, improvements in flexibility and an
increase in perceived energy.

When people have nowhere to walk, they gain
weight. Obesity is more likely in unwalkable neigh-
borhoods, but goes down when measures of
walkability go up. Dense housing, well-connected
streets and mixed land uses reduce the probability
that residents will be obese. (Trust for Public Land)
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Crosswalk in the City of Lynchburg. Photo by VDOT. 
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Positive effects of green space on health

The relationship between vegetative cover and air and
water quality has been well established. Many studies
also demonstrate that attractive natural settings, land-
scapes, open space and forests contribute to mental
health. Recognizing this relationship, health practition-
ers use horticultural therapy in community-based pro-
grams, geriatrics programs, prisons, developmental
disabilities programs and special education. In The
Benefits of Parks: Why America needs more City Parks
and Open Space, the Trust for Public Land showed
that people report fewer health complaints and have
better mental health in a greener environment (living
near city parks, agricultural areas or forests). A review
of 10 years of medical records in a Pennsylvania hos-
pital showed that patients with tree views had shorter
hospitalizations, less need for painkillers, and fewer
negative comments compared with patients with brick-
wall views. 

Those who do not find time for exercise will have
to find time for illness.    —Old Proverb

As a group, women over age 65 are among the
least physically active in the nation, contributing to
increased risk of osteoporosis, arthritis, heart dis-
ease and other ailments. It appears, from a
mounting body of evidence, that environmental
factors like access to parks and trails might be
associated with physical activity behavior. Walking
and physical activity levels increased significantly
when participants reported being able to walk to
at least two destinations. Also, women who lived
within walking distance of a biking or walking trail
walked significantly more than those who did not.
(King et al.)

Outdoor recreation policy related to 
health and wellness

At least 18 state legislatures across the country have
recently considered bills designed to increase access
to walking and bicycling, and many local governments
are considering initiatives linking bicycling, walking,
community design and health. The mental and physi-
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Health Component Contribution of Parks

Table IX-4. Parks Contribute to Health and Wellness

Physical

Mental

Spiritual

Social

Environmental

Parks provide a variety of settings and infrastructure
for various levels of formal and informal sport and
recreation for all skill levels and abilities, such as pic-
nicking, walking, dog training, running, cycling, ball
games, sailing, surfing, photography, birdwatching,
rock climbing and camping.

Parks make nature available for restoration from men-
tal fatigue, provide solitude and quiet, artistic inspira-
tion and expression, and educational development,
such as natural and cultural history.

Parks preserve the natural environment for contempla-
tion, reflection and inspiration, and invoke a sense of
place.

Parks provide settings for people to enhance their
social networks and personal relationships.

Parks preserve ecosystems and biodiversity, provide
clean air and water, maintain ecosystem function, and
foster human involvement in the natural environment.

(Adapted from Parks Victoria, Australia. Healthy Parks Healthy People: The Health Benefits of Contact with Nature in a Park Context,
November 2002.)
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cal health-care costs associated with the lack of phys-
ical activity and the loss of time spent outdoors have a
negative fiscal impact on Virginia communities. The
economic consequences of obesity call for policy
interventions that promote physical activity and out-
door recreation. The 2007 VOP recommends estab-
lishing or maintaining publicly funded parks and
recreation departments and providing financial sup-
port and incentives to local government for this pur-
pose. Other policy initiatives should promote active
living through appropriate community design, as well
as target the increase of physical activity in schools. 

Resources for getting active 

Active Living by Design
www.activelivingbydesign.org

Active Living Network
www.activeliving.org

America on the Move
www.americaonthemove.org

Choose to Move
www.choosetomove.org

Department of Health and Human Services,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
Physical Activity for Everyone
www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/physical

Get Kids in Action
www.getkidsinaction.org

Hearts N’ Parks
www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/prof/heart/obesity/hrt_n_pk
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